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Transfer students form a sizable portion of undergraduates on U.S. college campuses. They often face challenges fitting in
on their new campuses, both academically and socially, including the well-documented initial drop in GPA known as “transfer
shock.” In recent years, librarians have started to address the impact that targeted outreach and instruction might have on transfer
students’ success. Library initiatives such as outreach programming and information literacy (IL) instruction could play a role in
helping transfer students integrate into the academic and social fabric of their new institutions.
This paper presents the findings from a multi-campus research project that examined the impact of IL experiences on
transfer students’ sense of academic integration. IL experiences are defined to include library instruction, as well as outreach,
orientation events and consultations. It uses survey data to investigate how IL instruction experiences impact transfer students’ sense
of fit as they start courses at a new university, specifically through the lens of academic integration. It also asks whether transfer
students might derive some sort of benefit from having received IL instruction at their previous institutions, which might contribute
to assimilation at their new university. Finally, it seeks to determine the ideal timing and format for delivering IL instruction to
incoming transfer students.

TRANSFER STUDENT PERSISTENCE
Two seminal studies on transfer student success framed this study. Tinto (1975) developed a model of dropout to explain
why some students persist at a university or college and why others voluntarily choose to leave. Under this model, two major factors
affect a student’s commitment to remain at a particular institution, rather than dropping out or transferring elsewhere: academic
integration and social integration. Academic integration refers to a student’s sense of fit with regard to her classes, coursework, and
the various steps necessary to achieve her degree (Tinto, p. 104). By contrast, social integration refers to a student’s sense of social
belonging at her institution, as shaped by friendships, involvements in student organizations, and other extracurricular factors. Both
forms of integration are affective; they refer only to a student’s perception of her own belonging, rather than to her actual academic
performance or social engagements.
The other study attempted to reframe the conversation by asserting that transfer students actually might bring certain
advantages to the college experience. Laanan, Starobin and Eggleston (2010) developed a model of transfer student capital to
explain how students’ experiences at their previous institutions serve as a form of educational investment. Laanan and colleagues
were specifically examining community college students’ transfer to 4-year institutions. Before transferring, these students were
already members of a college community, where they learned important survival skills, such as registering for classes, obtaining
financial aid, and seeking help from professors and advisors. Transfer students can use this accumulated knowledge to navigate the
transfer process more successfully.

RESEARCH DESIGN
This paper examines the effects of IL instruction on successful transfer. It builds off Tinto’s (1975) concept of academic
integration and off Laanan, Starobin and Eggleston’s (2010) concept of transfer student capital, to measure whether students derive
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any benefit from IL instruction experiences during the transfer process. The study considers the effects of IL instruction both pretransfer and post-transfer. Additionally, the study considers the preferences of incoming undergraduate transfer students with regard
to receiving IL instruction from the library and in which formats. The three research questions are as follows:
1.

Do information literacy instruction experiences contribute to a student's successful academic integration into her/his current
university?

2.

Do the benefits derived from previous information literacy instruction experiences transfer with a student to her/his new
university setting? (i.e., do they contribute to transfer student capital)

3.

What is the best strategy for libraries to reach out to incoming transfer students?

The study involved surveying incoming undergraduate transfer students at three universities: Valparaiso University, the
University of Vermont, and Purdue University Fort Wayne (PFW). Valparaiso University is a private, comprehensive, master’s
degree-granting university in the Midwest with approximately 3,900 full-time equivalent students. In Fall 2017, it received 229 new
transfer students. The University of Vermont is the state’s land grant institution. It has about 10,500 undergraduates and 2,000
graduate students along with a medical school. There were 446 new transfer students in Fall 2017. Purdue Fort Wayne is a public,
metropolitan university with over 8,300 students. In Fall 2017, 334 students were new transfer students. These three universities
offer a representative sample, so that results of this study can be generalized to the larger U.S. higher education landscape.
To investigate their research questions, the authors surveyed incoming undergraduate transfer students on their three
campuses in the fall of 2017. The survey consisted of four sections. The first section gathered demographic information. The second
and third sections captured factual information about respondents’ IL instruction experiences, as well as affective information about
respondents’ feelings and attitudes, to measure their sense of academic integration. Respondents were asked these questions in
relation to both their previous institutions (pre-transfer) and their new universities (post-transfer). The fourth section of the survey
asked about respondents’ preferences for receiving information from the library. Response rates on the Valparaiso, PFW and
Vermont campuses were 19.7%, 18.9%, and 22.4%, respectively, for a total of 208 valid responses included in the study.

RESULTS
To analyze the survey results, the authors used both inferential and descriptive statistics. 208 incoming undergraduate
transfer students completed all four sections of the survey among the three campuses. In terms of age, the largest share of respondents
(43.3%) were 20-21, followed by 29.8% aged 18-19. The majority (63.0%) identified as female and 35.1% as male. 88.5% responded
that English was the primary language spoken in their homes. The respondents were distributed across many academic
classifications, with the plurality (44.2%) being sophomores, followed by 34.1% juniors, 8.7% first-years, and 7.7% seniors. An
alarming 5.3% were unsure of their current academic classifications.
To better understand the institutions from which these students had transferred, the authors included a number of questions
about respondents’ former colleges or universities. The majority (56.3%) had transferred from another 4-year university or college
in the United States. Another 39.1% had transferred from a community college. Most respondents (81.7%) had transferred directly
from their old institution to their new one, indicating that it had been “less than a year” since they had taken a college course. Most
respondents (89.4%) had been full-time students at their previous institutions.
To gauge respondents’ school-life balance, the authors asked students about their work and family commitments and
whether they commuted to campus. A fair number of respondents reported having such personal commitments. A substantial
minority (26.9%) reported having family responsibilities that take up a “significant amount” of their time. Also, most students
(59.6%) reported working some number of hours per week, with a median response of 7.8 hours per week. Lastly, exactly half of
respondents reported being commuter students, that is, living off campus and commuting to class. Taken together, answers to these
three questions show that very few respondents fit the model of the “traditional” undergraduate student: living on campus and
focusing full-time on school and extracurricular activities. Rather, a large slice of these transfer students balance school, work, and
family commitments, thereby facing a potential extra barrier to integration on their new campuses.
RQ1: Do information literacy instruction experiences contribute to a student's successful academic integration into her/his
current university?
The tests revealed correlations between various IL instruction experiences and measures of academic integration at
respondents’ previous institutions (pre-transfer). Respondents who had attended a traditional IL session at their previous institution
reported stronger feelings of academic support at their former schools. Respondents who had attended a library orientation at their
former school also reported higher levels of such support. Individual research consultations had the largest impact on students’
affects. Respondents who had talked or emailed with a librarian “in order to get help with an assignment” at their previous
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institutions reported both higher levels of research confidence and stronger feelings of being connected to an academic support
system at their former schools.
The analysis revealed an even greater number of correlations between IL instruction experiences and measures of academic
integration at respondents’ new universities (post-transfer). Students who had received “information or marketing materials about
the library and its resources” during the transfer process reported higher levels of confidence with doing research at their new
university and stronger feelings of academic support. They also were more likely to feel that their new universities would be a “good
fit” for them academically. Students who had talked with someone about “the library’s services or how it serves students” during
new student orientation also reported stronger levels of connection to an academic support system and were more likely to perceive
their new universities as a “good fit.” Finally, students who had already attended a traditional IL session with a librarian since arriving
on campus reported higher levels of research confidence and stronger feelings of academic support.
Multiple regressions were run to determine whether respondents’ feelings of academic integration post-transfer could be
predicted from their post-transfer IL experiences of receiving library information and marketing materials, speaking with a librarian
at orientation, and participating in a traditional IL session. These variables statistically significantly predicted research confidence.
These variables also statistically significantly predicted feelings of access to an academic support system. These variables did not
predict students’ sense of fit.
Additionally, multiple regression revealed that level of confidence doing research pre-transfer also was a significant
predictor of post-transfer research confidence. This pre-transfer/post-transfer relationship was not present in the other two affective
variables; neither sense of academic support nor sense of fit pre-transfer predicted either answer post-transfer.
RQ2: Do the benefits derived from previous information literacy instruction experiences transfer with a student to her/his new
university setting?
Independent t-test and multiple regression results do not suggest that transfer students’ previous IL experiences benefit
them in any way at their new universities, at least in terms of academic integration. The authors found no evidence to support the
idea that IL instruction contributes to transfer student capital.
RQ3: Best Strategy for Reaching Out to Incoming Transfer Students
Most respondents (73.1%,) agreed that transfer students “need information about how to use the library for research at their
new universities.” When asked their preferred format for learning more about the library, the choices most selected were: On my
own, exploring a website about the library (20.7%); On my own, reading an email from the library (20.2%); and In a small group
setting (20.2%).
When asked their opinions as to when “incoming transfer students [would] prefer to learn more about the library,” the most
frequent response was During the first week they are on campus (30.8%). The next top responses were: 1 or 2 weeks after classes
start (24.5%) and During summer orientation (15.4%).

DISCUSSION
The results confirm that information literacy experiences correlate to transfer students’ feelings of academic support and
research confidence at both their previous and current institutions. Furthermore, IL experiences at their present university also
correspond to the perception that the institution is a “good fit.” Librarians can capitalize on these findings in a number of ways.
A majority of the respondents agreed that transfer students need information about the libraries at their new institutions,
and many preferred to receive this information within their first week on campus or early in the semester. Students who received
information about the library during their transfer process had increased confidence in doing research. A potentially impactful
interaction that requires little effort is to include information about the library in the transfer student orientation packets. This
information can be reinforced through librarians’ participation in orientation events.
Library instruction sessions correlate with higher levels of research confidence and stronger feelings of academic support;
however, a targeted approach is difficult to implement if an institution does not have a required course for transfer students. Students
who transfer in at the sophomore level or above most likely will have fulfilled most of the general education requirements. Thus,
they will not be required to take a first-year writing course where many libraries have substantial and targeted instruction programs.
Furthermore, depending on their area of study, transfer students may not have classes with a research component that would involve
an information literacy session with a librarian. For these reasons, reaching incoming transfer students through an orientation event
might be preferable to relying on traditional IL sessions. Orientation events will not have the direct impact on research skills that
instruction will, but their reach will be larger and more targeted.
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Respondents indicated a preference to learn about the library on their own, through a website or email, or in a small group.
Transfer students are busy navigating a new institution and want the flexibility to decide when and how they learn about the library.
Offering multiple methods of outreach, such as a curated online guide, an email and targeted events would give students a choice of
how to receive this information.
Transfer students vary in age and personal and work commitments. They do not have the same needs as first-semester
freshmen, and library outreach and support should reflect that. Half of the respondents in this study lived off-campus; however,
unlike their fellow native students who live off-campus, they have not had their freshman year to create strong bonds with other
students. If possible, librarians should aim to design transfer student events that double as community building exercises to create a
sense of belonging.
The results of the study showed no evidence to support the hypothesis that information literacy experiences at students’
prior institutions build transfer student capital and contribute to academic integration at their new university. The challenges of
adjusting to a new institution should not be underestimated and could negate the increase in confidence that students gained from IL
experiences at their prior institution. Transfer students may also have a more realistic view of the challenges and complexity of
college-level research based on their prior experiences.
There was a relationship, however, between research confidence pre-transfer and post-transfer. While this may be
overconfidence on the part of the students, it could also be indicative of a strong information literacy program at their previous
institutions. This is another reason to develop unique outreach and instruction for transfer students.

CONCLUSION
The results of this study suggest that transfer students benefit from information literacy experiences, such as instruction
sessions and research consultations, receiving materials about the library, and participation in orientation events. Transfer students
are a diverse group, however, and developing targeted outreach and instruction can be labor intensive with minimal impact.
Participation in transfer-specific orientation events is a more sustainable way to target library efforts. Working with existing campus
partners, and seeking out new ones, will increase the visibility of the library while also sharing the workload of supporting this
population.
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